Risk factors for otitis media: an international perspective.
Opinions about otitis media (OM) as an illness and about the need for antibiotic or surgical treatment vary internationally. It is not known how this is to be explained, whether by cultural differences or by other factors, such as variation in environmental risk factors for OM. To report on variation in environmental risk factors for OM across Western countries, and on the organisation of health care in these countries. Main environmental risk factors for OM were identified by searching Pubmed. Data on the distribution of these risk factors and the organisation of health care across countries were obtained from the OECD and WHO websites. Main risk factors for OM were day-care, number of siblings, smoking, breastfeeding, birth weight, socio-economic status (SES) and air pollution. Data were available for several European countries, the United State, Canada and Australia. Large international differences were found regarding the proportion of children attending day-care (Sweden 75% versus Italy 6%) and being breastfed at age 6 months (Norway 80% versus Poland 6%), and the rate of female smokers (Germany, France and Norway 30-40% versus Portugal <10%). It appears that differences in risk factor exposure between populations are often overshadowed by other culturally or demographically significant factors. Attempts to discern these factors within populations and between countries may be important in the management of OM and warrants further study.